It will come as no surprise when I say that we are in a moment of great change and crisis. To state the matter with some level of bluntness and sobriety, the US presidency has been taken by a right-wing nativist movement given new focus and energy by the cult of personality surrounding a real estate mogul and reality television star who openly and actively promises the harassment of Mexican and Central American immigrants, the increased racial and ethnic profiling of Arabs and Muslims, the continuation of the aggressive and often deadly policing of African American, Afro-Caribbean, and Latino communities, the dismantling of already anemic health care programs and policies, and the blunt reversal of the gains won by the women's rights and feminist movements, particularly ready access to safe abortion. In this sense the United States has fallen rather depressingly in line with the anti-immigrant nativist political trends that have gripped Austria, Greece, France, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom, among other places. We have, in fact, opted for a grotesquely American twist on the strong man politics and theatrics we saw during the years of Sylvio Berlusconi in Italy, grotesque in the sense that the rhetoric practiced and promised by the president-elect is and will be decidedly white supremacist while nonetheless maintaining a ridiculously ineffective cover of racial liberalism and color-blindness. The upshot is that, all the rhetoric of American fairness and progressivism notwithstanding, it is clear that though the recent US elections were about many things, at their center was a profound racial hostility and division. Indeed people of color overwhelmingly supported the president-elect's opponent while a majority of whites, including majorities of middle-class, college-educated white men and women signed off on renewed white nativism.
anti-black ideologies that continue to molest and disable the peoples of Africa, Europe, and the Americas, no matter their race or ethnicity.
Again, however, none of this is either surprising or novel. Where my comments do take a necessary, if not exactly new, turn is in my insistence that in our assessments of the frightening twist that has taken place in the politics and culture of the United States and elsewhere that we must radically expand what we take to be our natural purview. We must reconsider the most precious ideas developed within African American and African Diasporic cultural and literary studies, particularly, I would argue, double consciousness. Or to rush toward what I take to be the most significant of my claims, at least in the US context, we should build upon the insights of W. E. B. DuBois and his many students in order to name, critique, and ultimately dismantle what we might easily label white double consciousness. Within just the last few weeks, few months, few years we have seen the rather inglorious death of what one might think of a blank whiteness. In the polling booths of Wisconsin, Colorado, and Florida; on the angry streets of Ferguson, Missouri, and Charlotte, NC, and on the Place de la Repulique and within the Bataclan Club of Paris we collectively have wrought our terrible voodoo, turning Whiteness from a thing which cannot be spoken, giving it a sort of sociological heft built upon frank, mocking rhetorics of loss, decline, brutishness, and hysteria. When the president-elect of the United States breathes hate and fire, telling us that America has been lost, he remarks not simply the grave anger sparked by the fact that white skin privilege has begun ever so slightly to wane, nor simply to note the fact that soon the white population of the United States will itself be a numeric minority. Instead the reality that he hails, the vulgar threat that has provoked so many terrible forms of violence, is the actuality that while the monuments of what we call-with only a bit of wincing-white Western society crumble, the whole world is not only watching, but also celebrating the eminent demise of the old order. There is a fretfulness in America. Every sunny greeting, every obligatory hail "Yes m'am," "No sir," seems to whisper, "We see you. We have always seen you and still we are not impressed." Thus I would suggest that the theatricality and the frenzy of the most recent white supremacist emendations stem not simply from the fact that people of color are so dangerous or loathsome but instead from the reality that we are turning decidedly away from ancient forms of intercourse and interaction. The ideological and discursive structures that would forever hold us in our supportive roles have cracked, allowing us renewed access to the grand world and disturbing forever the certainty of American and European racialist protocols.
Of course these comments are made in the context of the world historical movements that allowed for the formal close of European and American colonialism and an end to some of the more pernicious state-sponsored forms of segregation and apartheid. What gives me confidence though is that in my study of African American culture I have so regularly encountered, particularly from individuals writing from the 1950s forward, such profound fear on the part of white interlocutors regarding just this idea of black aloofness and disloyalty. In new work that I have just begun on the author James Baldwin, I have been stunned by how hostile the many commentators on the man and his work have been toward their subject. They fretfully name him a "New Negro," but have no proper vocabulary with which to assess the anxiety that this reality provokes. The many celebratory profiles of Baldwin written after 1962 are marked by a remarkable amount of clumsiness, uncertainty, derision, and indeed fear in the descriptions that they offer. Baldwin is inevitably described as slight, ugly, fey, and nervous even as he is ceremoniously hailed as an extraordinary intellectual and a vibrant leader of his race. In an astonishing dispatch written by Roger Stone of Time Magazine entitled, "The Shadow Was a Nigger, Take One," and posted from the magazine's San Francisco bureau on May 9, 1963, we find a bewilderingly clear expression of the surprise and anxiety that Stone experienced when witnessing the Baldwin legend in the flesh.
James Baldwin, an eloquent pixy with a sharp tongue, is fond of telling a beautiful story with a quick twist. One of his current stable is about how he was walking along a quiet street in a pretty town on a sunshiny day. As he strolled along, he suddenly saw, on a quiet patch of green lawn, a father swinging his tiny, pretty daughter in the air. "It didn't last for more than a second," says Baldwin. "But it was an unforgettable touch of beauty, a glimpse of another world. Then I looked down and saw a shadow. The shadow was a nigger-me."
It is important to remember that this dispatch was designed to praise Baldwin. "Baldwin has been somewhat of a shadow, a fugitive and ill-formed writer," Stone announces. He then assures us that Baldwin's "shadow is fast lengthening in the twilight of diehard segregation," that "little Jimmy Baldwin is achieving full stride. . . . and in the flash of lightning that has followed 'The Fire Next Time,' he has suddenly become the American Negro's number one spokesman."
I would like to suggest that what we actually see in Stone's dispatch is a form of double consciousness that is unaware of itself. The anxiety expressed by the slurs thrown at Baldwin-"pixy," "nigger," "shadow"-frankly express the author's inability to grasp a black subjectivity that does not exist as a thing repressed within itself, that is not first and foremost a reflection of white subjectivity. Or to state the obvious, the most artificial thing about the vignette that Baldwin presumably produced was the stock images of pretty daughter, attentive father, and sunshiny street. That is to say, those of us who take James Baldwin as one of our most precious, most necessary forebears will easily recognize that even within these twisted sentences we see both the articulation of a fully formed black subjectivity existing wholly in the world as well as a critique of old-fashioned notions of whiteness. We have, in a sense, robbed white subjectivity of its magic, forced it back into the clumsiness of stinking, sweating bodies. Moreover, if you have followed the logic of my thinking thus far, you will understand that the very real white supremacist violence that grips the United States, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere are, in fact, forms of retribution for exactly this fact.
I will end then by saying only that this disruption, this vitriol, this temporary loss, are in reality signs of grand success. If we are in fact the children of James Baldwin, Stuart Hall, Sylvia Wynter, Frantz Fanon, and many others then we should rejoice in these moments of confusion and unrest. They are, in fact, evidence that we have effectively challenged and changed commonsense protocols of seeing and being seen. The vulgar reactions of our countrymen are the proof of that. The challenge though is that our success forces us to undertake even more complicated tasks. We are left strangely with the duty of attempting to save those many individuals who purport to loathe us and who have once again trained
